Turkey*

FINDINGS: Due to the Turkish government’s systematic and egregious limitations on the
freedom of religion or belief that affect all religious communities in Turkey, and particularly
threaten the country’s non-Muslim religious minorities, USCIRF recommends Turkey be
designated a “country of particular concern.” The Turkish government, in the name of
secularism, has long imposed burdensome regulations and denied full legal status to religious
groups, violating the religious freedom rights of all religious communities. These restrictions,
including policies that deny non-Muslim communities the rights to train clergy, offer religious
education, and own and maintain places of worship, have led to their decline, and in some cases,
their virtual disappearance. Turkey has a democratic government, and the country’s constitution
protects the freedom of belief and worship. While the political climate in Turkey is generally
more open to public debate on religious freedom matters and the government has recently taken
some positive steps on property, education, and religious dress, these ad hoc announcements
have not resulted in systematic changes in constitutional and legal structures that would remedy
violations of religious freedom for non-Muslim minorities. Longstanding policies continue to
threaten the survivability and viability of minority religious communities in Turkey.

Based on these concerns, USCIRF recommends in 2012 that Turkey be designated a country of
particular concern (CPC).** Turkey was on the USCIRF Watch List from 2009 to 2011.

The state’s strict control of religion in the public sphere significantly restricts religious freedom,
especially for non-Muslim religious minority communities — including the Greek, Armenian, and
Syriac Orthodox Churches, the Roman Catholic and Protestant Churches, and the Jewish
community — as well as for the majority Sunni Muslim community and the country’s largest
minority, the Alevis. Other concerns include the Turkish government’s intervention into
minority religious communities’ religious affairs; societal discrimination and occasional violence
against religious minorities; limitations on religious dress; and anti-Semitism in Turkish society
and media. Additionally, Turkey’s military control over northern Cyprus supports numerous
arbitrary regulations implemented by local Turkish Cypriot authorities. These regulations limit
the religious activities of all non-Muslims living in northern Cyprus, deny these religious
communities the right to worship freely and restore, maintain, and utilize their religious
properties, and threaten the long-term survival of non-Muslim religious communities in the area.

PRIORITY RECOMMENDATIONS: The United States regards Turkey as an important
strategic partner and continues to support Turkey’s European Union accession process. By
designating Turkey as a CPC, U.S. policy should urge Turkey to comply with its international
commitments regarding freedom of religion or belief by ending its longstanding denial of full
legal recognition for religious communities and permitting religious minorities to train religious
clergy in Turkey, including by reopening the Greek Orthodox Theological Seminary of Halki
and returning the entire territory of the Mor Gabriel Syrian Orthodox monastery. With respect to
northern Cyprus, the United States should urge the Republic of Turkey and the Turkish Cypriot
authorities to end all restrictions on the access, use, and restoration of places of worship and
cemeteries for religious minorities, and cease the ongoing desecration of religious sites.
Additional recommendations for U.S. policy can be found at the end of this chapter.
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* House Resolution 1631 called on USCIRF to “investigate and make recommendations on
violations of religious freedom in the areas of northern Cyprus under control of the Turkish
military.”

**Commissioners al-Hibri, Gaer, Shaw, and VVan Der Meid dissented from the CPC
recommendation for Turkey. Their dissenting statements can be found at the end of the chapter.

Religious Freedom Conditions
The Constitution and Secularism in Turkey

Under the 1923 founding constitution, and reiterated in the current constitution drafted in 1982,
the Republic of Turkey is a secular state. Secularism, equated as the ideology of Mustafa Kemal
Atatlirk, has been a continuous source of political-social tension. The Turkish military ousted
governments in 1960, 1971, and 1980 in part due to concerns that secularism was under threat.
In line with Atatiirk’s interpretation of secularism, Turkish governments over the years have
adopted and enforced policies that severely limit the free practice of all religions, including
limiting expressions of personal belief in the public sphere. Turkish policies subject Islam to
state control through the Diyanet (the Presidency of Religious Affairs), and systematically
restrict the ability of religious minorities to function through the Vakiflar (the General
Directorate for Foundations), threatening their survival. The Turkish state has also interfered
continuously with religious communities’ internal affairs, especially for minority faiths,
including their rights to train clergy and provide religious education, and has hindered their right
to own property and build and maintain houses of worship.

The ruling Justice and Development Party (known in Turkish as the AKP, or the AK Party),
which was first elected in 2002, favors Turkey’s accession to the EU and the democratic
integration of Islam into public life. While some view the AKP as a moderate party that
espouses Islamic religious values within a modern, democratic society, others contend that it has
more radical intentions, such as the eventual introduction of Islamic law in Turkey.

In September 2010, in an attempt to comply with certain EU standards, a constitutional reform
package on judicial reform was adopted by a wide margin in a popular referendum. The package
increased presidential appointments to the judiciary and granted parliament the power to prevent
the closure of political parties. It also addressed several human rights issues, such as the creation
of an ombudsman office to mediate between the state and Turkish citizens, and, starting in
September 2012, citizens will have the right to file individual petitions with the Turkish
Constitutional Court. Critics, however, viewed the measures as solidifying power for the AK
Party, particularly over the judiciary. The enacting legislation for the ombudsman’s office has
yet to pass parliament.

In its platform for the June 2011 elections, the AK Party pledged to replace Turkey’s current
constitution, which was drafted by a military government in 1982, with a civilian constitution
that, in the words of Prime Minister Erdogan, would be “short, compact, open, focused on the
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individual, and committed to freedom.” Since the election, in which the AK Party won nearly
half the vote, the Turkish government has met regularly with various religious communities, the
Kurdish community, civil society groups, and constitutional experts. The government also has
said publicly that it will consult with the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission. In November
2011, the Constitutional Reconciliation Commission was established, comprised of three special
subgroups tasked with collecting information and recommendations from civil society,
associations, foundations, and religious and minority representatives.

In February 2012, the Greek Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarch, Bartholomew I, addressed the
Turkish Parliamentary Constitution Commission, a first in the history of the modern Republic,
and submitted an 18-page proposal on new constitutional protections for religious minority
communities and religious freedom. Religious minority communities, including the Ecumenical
and Syriac Patriarchs, the Chief Rabbi, and Alevi representatives, have welcomed these changes,
and reportedly are “hopeful” that these reforms will be part of a redrafted constitution. For
example, the Ecumenical Patriarch is said: “Unfortunately there have been injustices toward
minorities until now, these are slowly being corrected and changed. A new Turkey is being
born.”

However, the constitutional redrafting process will likely continue for years, in part because it
faces the major difficulty that the Constitution’s first three articles, which include the definition
of Turkey as a secular state, are considered by some as irrevocable. Moreover, the AK Party
faces continuing opposition from the “deep state,” comprised of entrenched supporters of
traditional Turkish secularism found in the judiciary, military, and elsewhere. Turkish society
and the government are grappling with religious and ethnic diversity, but serious questions
remain as to the ruling AK Party’s will — or ability — to match its ad hoc gestures with action and
fully recognize Turkey’s religious and ethnic diversity by codifying religious freedom in law and
practice.

Restrictions on Non-Muslim Minorities

Turkey has a diverse but small (approximately 0.1% of the total population) non-Muslim
minority population, one that is historically and culturally significant. The Turkish government
does not maintain population statistics based on religious identity, but according to estimates by
the State Department, in 2010, Turkey’s non-Muslim religious minority population included:
65,000 Armenian Orthodox Christians; 23,000 Jews; 15,000 Syriac Christians; 10,000 Baha’is;
5,000 Yezidis; 3,300 Jehovah’s Witnesses; 3,000 Protestant Christians; and 1,700 Greek
Orthodox Christians, as well as small Georgian Orthodox, Bulgarian Orthodox, Maronite,
Chaldean, Nestorian Assyrian, and Roman Catholic communities.

Since the founding of the Turkish Republic, the government has imposed burdensome
restrictions on the ability of all religious minorities to own, maintain, and transfer both
communal and individual property, to control internal governance, and to train clergy. These
restrictions have contributed to a critical shrinkage of these communities, and in many cases,
make it impossible for them to chart a sustainable and vibrant future. Although most religious
minority communities in Turkey have noted that Prime Minister Erdogan’s government has
made positive gestures towards them in recent years, these generally have not been through
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permanent, institutional, or legal reforms. Rather, rights and privilege have been granted on an
ad hoc basis, leaving open the possibility that they could be revoked or discontinued. In
addition, members of these minority groups continue to face societal discrimination and
occasional violence, partly because most are both religious and ethnic minorities and, therefore,
are viewed with suspicion by some ethnic Turks.

Restrictions relating to Property

Turkish law places minorities in two general categories: 1) the three non-Muslim minorities
acknowledged by the Turkish government as protected by the 1923 Lausanne Treaty (the
Armenian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, and Jewish communities), as well as the Syriac Orthodox,
Chaldean, and Roman Catholic communities, which existed in Turkey in 1923 but are not
viewed by the Turkish government as covered by that treaty (together referred to as the
“Lausanne Treaty plus three” minorities); and 2) religious communities not linked to a specific
ethnic minority, such as the Protestant and Jehovah’s Witnesses communities and the Baha’is.

The 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, a peace treaty between Turkish military forces and several
European powers, contained specific guarantees and protections for non-Muslim minorities in
Turkey. As a constitutionally secular state, however, Turkey does not recognize the corporate
legal status of any religious minority communities. Instead, it has created a complex framework
of laws and regulations that provide the “Lausanne Treaty plus three” religious minorities with
limited and varying legal opportunities to own property, conduct religious services, and open
schools, hospitals, and other institutions. This framework includes the Lausanne Treaty, which
the government only applies to the Armenian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, and Jewish
communities; the Foundations Law, which generally applies to the “Lausanne Treaty plus three”
groups; and the Associations Law, which applies to all religious minorities. However, only the
Armenian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, and Jewish minorities have the technical right to refer to
their churches and synagogues as such. All other religious minority groups, including those
established in Turkey at the time of the Lausanne Treaty, must officially refer to their houses of
worship as cultural or community centers.

For the last 75 years, Turkish governments have expropriated properties from religious minority
communities, including schools, businesses, hospitals, orphanages, and cemeteries. Most of the
confiscations occurred during three distinct periods of time: first, in 1936, with the passage of the
Foundations Law; second, with the passage of the 1971 Private University Law, which required
all private colleges to be affiliated with a state-run-university; and third, in 1974, when Turkey
ruled that non-Muslim communities could not own properties other than those registered in 1936.
The government continues to retain the power to expropriate religious minority properties.

Under the Foundations Law, generally only the “Lausanne Treaty plus three” groups are
permitted to form foundations, which can purchase, own, and sell property in accordance with
appropriate zoning and safety rules. When the original law was passed in 1936, 161 religious
foundations, the vast majority of which existed during the Ottoman Empire, were grandfathered
in. These foundations can administer property used for religious purposes or for revenue-
generating activities, but they cannot conduct religious activity. In other words, the law makes a
distinction between the individual legal entity of a foundation and the larger religious community
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with which it is affiliated. Consequently, minority groups cannot use funds from their properties
in one part of Turkey to support their population elsewhere in the country. A government
agency, the General Directorate for Foundations (the Vakiflar) regulates the activities of all
foundations in Turkey, with particular emphasis on their religious and cultural property.

In 2008, the Foundations Law was amended to allow foundations to change their scope or
purpose from that specified upon the original incorporation, permit the Armenian Orthodox,
Greek Orthodox, and Jewish communities to have one elected representative on the Vakiflar, and
allow foundations to apply for the return of confiscated property still under Turkish state control.
The 2008 amendments, however, did not solve fundamental problems of the Foundations Law.
For example, there was no mechanism for foundations to apply for the return of property that had
been sold to third parties or for compensation for irretrievable property. After the 2008
amendments went into effect, the Vakiflar received around 1,400 applications for the return of
confiscated minority properties, some 150 of which were immediately approved and the property
returned, according to the Vakiflar Director General. In addition, 940 applications were deemed
by the Vakiflar to have insufficient documentation and the Vakiflar extended the application
deadline, but, of these, only about 500 were resubmitted. Between the passage of the 2008
amended law and August 2011, a total of 200 properties were returned to religious minority
foundations of various denominations.

In August 2011, Prime Minister Erdogan announced a new decree creating a process for the
restitution of previously-expropriated foundation property that was surveyed and registered in
1936, and for which the foundation has a deed or title to the property. The new decree allows for
the restitution of property that was registered in 1936 but not specifically described in the official
documentation (i.e. the registration could show four properties, but not explicitly say that a
property was a church, hospital, school, etc.). The decree also differs from the 2008 amendments
to the Foundations Law in permitting foundations to receive financial compensation if their
property was sold to a third party and cannot be retrieved. Since August 2011, 19 additional
properties have been returned to minority foundations, and the Vakiflar is still considering some
1,500 applications (although some of these may be duplicate applications or different
foundations applying for a single property).

While this action is commendable, it is not codified by law. In addition, the 219 properties
returned since 2008 represent only a small portion of the minority properties expropriated by
successive Turkish governments over many years. Moreover, despite the 2008 amendments and
the August 2011 decree, the Turkish government retains the right to expropriate land from
religious communities, although it has not confiscated any religious foundations’ properties since
2007.

Under the Associations Law, which was adopted in 2004 and amended in 2007, any religious
minority may form a legally-recognized association, and has the right to conduct religious
services and determine religious curriculum. An association cannot, however, own property. In
addition, association status is granted and may be revoked by provincial governors, providing
little long-term protection.
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During its February 2011 visit to Turkey, USCIRF was told that some religious minority groups
choose not to register as foundations or associations because such registration makes their names
and their religious faith matters of public record, leading to possible societal discrimination or
harassment. In addition, municipal and local officials often use zoning laws, implementation
guidelines for religious facilities, and purported security concerns to restrict the ability of
members of these groups to open and maintain houses of worship and conduct religious services.

Actions relating to Property

On January 12, 2012, an Istanbul court imposed an interim injunction to prohibit the Vakiflar
from using or selling an historical Armenian building, Sansaryan Han. Although the Armenian
Patriarchate filed an application for the return of the property, the Vakiflar claims that the
Patriarch does not control the foundation with the recognized title and therefore cannot claim
ownership.

Also in January 2012, the Ministry of Education announced that a Greek Orthodox school on the
Aegan island of Imvros (Gokgeada) could open to replace a school closed in 1936. The
curriculum of the school will be determined by the Ministry of Education, as is the case for all
schools, but the island’s Greek Orthodox foundation will control the school’s funding and daily
operation. The community on the island reports that they are pleased that a school will open, but
fear there will not be enough students for the school to operate. Reportedly, five families with
school-aged children will relocate to the island to attend the school.

The same month, the Vakiflar recognized the Izmir Jewish Community Foundation, resulting in
the foundation’s full control over 22 immovable properties, including 18 synagogues and four
stores.

In 2008, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) ruled that the Turkish government had
violated Article 1 of Protocol No. 1 (protection of property) of the European Convention on
Human Rights by expropriating a Greek Orthodox orphanage on the Turkish island of Buyukada.
In June 2010, the ECtHR ruled that the orphanage must be returned to the Ecumenical
Patriarchate, and in late November 2010, the deed was registered in the Patriarchate’s name.

Since 2008, there has been an ongoing dispute over the Turkish government’s attempted seizure
of some territory of the 1,600-year-old Mor Gabriel Monastery, the Syriac Patriarch’s residence
from 1160 to 1932. In January 2011, the Turkish Supreme Court overturned a lower court’s
decision and granted substantial parts of the land, on which the monastery and adjacent religious
center are located, to the Turkish treasury. Reportedly, the Syriac community has filed a petition
with the ECtHR for the full return and control of the territory where the Mor Gabriel Monastery
is located.

In a meeting with USCIRF in February 2011, the Syriac Orthodox Patriarch verified that his
community’s foundation owns only one church in Istanbul, which is inadequate to meet the
community’s needs. This means that the Syriac Orthodox Church must rely on the goodwill of
other Christian denominations to use their churches. However, in October 2011, the Syriac
Christian community secured from the Turkish government the right to build a church in the
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Yesilkdy neighborhood in Istanbul. Construction will begin when an appropriate location can be
determined. In addition, Syriac Christians have one recognized foundation in Istanbul.

In February 2012 in Malatya, three buildings in an Armenian cemetery, including a chapel, a
guard house, and an annex, were demolished. The guard house was scheduled for demolition,
but the chapel and annex were demolished accidently as well. The governor and mayor have
publically apologized, and the municipality has agreed to rebuild the demolished buildings. The
governor also has publicly confirmed that the municipality will restore another Armenian church
in the neighborhood where Hrant Dink, a Turkish-Armenian journalist Killed in 2007, lived.

In the last reporting period, the government did permit some religious minority communities to
use ancient religious sites for religious purposes. In August of 2010 and 2011 the Turkish
government granted permission to the Greek Orthodox community to hold a liturgy at the
Stimela Orthodox Monastery in Trabzon. In September of 2010 and 2011, several thousand
worshippers were permitted to attend a service in the 1,000-year-old Akdamar Armenian
Orthodox church on Lake Van, abandoned since 1915 and restored by the Turkish government in
2007. In October 2011, Archbishop Khajag Barsamian, Primate of the Diocese of the Armenian
Church of America, led a group to the city of Dikranakert, where they were permitted to re-
consecrate the St. Giragos Armenian Church. The church is controlled now by the St. Giragos
Armenian Church Foundation. In July 2011, for the first time in 90 years, the Syriac community
consecrated and held a liturgy service at Mor Petrus and Mor Paulus Church in the eastern
province of Adiyaman. Again, while these are positive developments, the government still
controls access and use of the various sites.

Interference in Internal Governance

The Turkish government officially does not accord the ecclesiastical title “ecumenical” to the
Greek Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarch. In March 2010, the Venice Commission, a Council of
Europe advisory body, urged the Turkish government to recognize the status and role of the
Ecumenical Patriarchate, although the Commission also stated that Turkey is not obligated to
legally recognize the ecumenical title. The Commission noted, however, that Turkey must
comply with Article 9 of the European Convention of Human Rights, which guarantees religious
freedom, and “cannot force anyone to deny a historical title that is defined and universally
accepted.” During an official visit to Athens in May 2010, Prime Minister Erdogan said that the
Turkish government has “no issue with the title of ecumenical.”

The Turkish government has interfered in the internal governance of the Greek Orthodox
community by insisting only Turkish citizens can be members of the Greek Orthodox Church’s
Holy Synod and vote in patriarchal elections, although this is not required by the Treaty of
Lausanne or the Turkish constitution. However, in 2004, the government did not block the
Ecumenical Patriarch’s appointment of six non-citizen metropolitans to participate rotationally
on the Holy Synod. In 2010, Prime Minister Erdogan approved dual citizenship for 25
Metropolitans (including from Austria, France, the United States and some parts of Greece) who
fall within the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarch. As of this report, 13 Metropolitans have
received their citizenship papers, 11 are still being processed, and one was denied, reportedly for
having a criminal record in his home country. The line of succession for the Ecumenical



U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom
2012 Annual Report

Patriarch, and thereby the survival of the religious community, only can be elected through the
Holy Synod. Although the recent dual citizenship approvals are a positive development, these ad
hoc accommodations, while helpful, fail to ensure institutional integrity and independence in
intra-religious decisions.

The government also has interfered in the selection process of the Armenian Patriarchate’s
religious leadership, which lacks a legal procedure to replace Mesrop Mutafian, the current
Patriarch, who is very ill. An 1863 regulation sets procedures only after the Patriarch’s death or
resignation. In late 2009, two factions in the Turkish Armenian community separately
approached the Turkish government: the Patriarchal Advisory Council asked for the selection of
a Co-Patriarch, while the Council of Armenians in Turkey asked for the election of a new
Patriarch. The Turkish Interior Ministry proposed a new post of Patriarchal Vicar-General be
created until Mesrop’s death; in July 2010, an Armenian Orthodox council selected Archbishop
Aram to this temporary post. The Patriarchal Advisory Council had rejected this proposal
because it was not consistent with Armenian Orthodox Church tradition and it placed the Turkish
government in the role of arbitrator.

Restrictions on Training of Clerqgy

In 1971, the government’s nationalization of higher education institutions included the closing of
the Greek Orthodox Theological School of Halki on the island of Heybeli, thereby depriving the
Greek Orthodox community of its only educational institution in Turkey for training its religious
leadership. Furthermore, in November 1998, the General Authority for Public Institutions
dismissed the school’s Board of Trustees. The Halki seminary remains closed. In February
2011, USCIRF was told by various Turkish officials that they are actively exploring with the
Patriarchate the reopening of the Halki seminary. The USCIRF delegation also discussed with
the Ecumenical Patriarch the potential benefits of forming a technical committee, comprised of
representatives from the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Turkish government, to collectively
review all details relevant to an expeditious reopening of the Halki seminary.

In late February 2012, Turkey’s Deputy Prime Minister stated publicly that no law prohibited the
re-opening of Halki and that the government would support such a move. However, the
government and the Greek Orthodox community disagree over the seminary’s status. The
government wants Halki to open as a school under the broader umbrella of a national university
via the Turkish Higher Education Board (YOK) and operate and train its clergy in a similar way
to how imams are trained in the country. The Ecumenical Patriarch wants it to be under the
purview of the Ministry of Education and be given legal vocational school status, which is the
status it had prior to its closing in 1971. The YOK, a separate body from the Ministry of
Education, sets the regulations for high schools and higher education.

The Turkish state also has closed other minority communities’ seminaries, denying these
communities the right to train clergy and thereby the ability to build church communities for
succeeding generations in Turkey. The Armenian Orthodox community, which is Turkey’s
largest non-Muslim religious minority, lacks a seminary in the country to educate its clerics and
today has only 26 priests to minister to an estimated population of 65,000.
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The lack of institutions to train future religious leaders of the religious minority communities
further erodes their long-term viability.

Restrictions on Muslims and Alevis

The government officially does not permit the individual or communal practice of Islam outside
of government-regulated institutions. The majority Sunni Muslim community is under the
control of the Diyanet, or Presidency of Religious Affairs, which reports directly to the Prime
Minister. The Diyanet, which is funded from the national budget, officially allows only the
practice of Hanafi Sunni Islam. Some groups have recently proposed that the Diyanet should be
financed on a voluntary basis by individual taxpayers so only those citizens who benefit from its
services would pay for it. Many Alevis, Turkey’s largest religious minority, believe that the
Diyanet should be abolished while some secularists and others believe that the Diyanet
contradicts Turkish secularism.

The Diyanet oversees 85,000 Hanafi Sunni community mosques and pays imams’ salaries. Most
mosques are owned by the Diyanet foundation, which is legally independent of the Diyanet.
Mosques also are owned by local communities or individuals, and 22 mosques are owned by the
Turkish army. Every province has an official mufti, also employed by the Diyanet, to which
each imam in that province reports on a monthly basis. Since 2007, each of Turkey’s 81,000
imams can write their own sermons, indicating greater official openness towards the country’s
Sunni Muslim majority. However, the President of the Diyanet told USCIRF in February 2011
that it continues to produce and disseminate themes for sermons.

Other Muslim groups independent of the Diyanet technically are banned under Turkish law, but
generally are able to function. Sufi brotherhoods and other Muslim social orders (tarikats) and
lodges (cemaats) officially have been banned since 1925; nevertheless, unofficially they remain
active and widespread. The Caferis, Turkey’s main Shi’a Muslim community, is comprised
largely of Azeris and Iranians in eastern Turkey and in Istanbul; de facto, they are permitted to
build and operate mosques and appoint imams.

The legal vacuum in which non-Sunni Muslim groups exist outside the Diyanet results in a lack
of transparency on various matters, including funding sources. In addition these communities
have reported being subject to discrimination, including in public-sector employment.

The Alevis comprise 15 to 25 percent of the population or as many as 25 million people. Alevi
beliefs and practices are a source of debate both inside the Alevi community and within Islam.
Although the Turkish government and many Alevi view them as heterodox Muslims, many
Sunni Muslims do not accept that definition. Some Alevi identify as Shi’a Muslim, while others
reject Islam and view themselves as a unique culture. While the Diyanet President told USCIRF
in February 2011 that most Alevi want a closer relationship with the Diyanet, the President of the
Alevi Bektasi Foundation told USCIRF that his group believes that the Diyanet should not exist
in a secular state.

Over the past several years, the Turkish government has held regular workshops with the Alevi
community to discuss their concerns, though some Alevi have complained that these discussions
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include only community groups that are close to the government. The Alevis are seeking to
address five key issues: legal status for Alevi houses of worship; the abolishment of compulsory
religious education classes; an end to the building of Hanafi Sunni mosques in Alevi villages; the
return of Alevi properties confiscated under a 1925 law; and the establishment of a museum at
the Madimak Hotel in Sivas where Alevis were killed in a 1993 arson attack.

Alevis worship in what are called “gathering places” (cemevi). In Ottoman times, they
worshipped in Sufi dervish lodges (tekke), which were banned in 1925. The Turkish government
officially does not recognize cemevi as houses of worship, but considers them to be “cultural
centers.” In November 2011, an Ankara court upheld a ruling that the Alevis could publicly
refer to their cemevis as houses of worship, but the court did not confer official legal recognition;
therefore, they still cannot receive the legal and financial benefits that are associated with such
legal status. In January 2012, Mersin Governor Hasan Giizeloglu vetoed a decision by the
provincial assembly to pay for the operation of local cemevis. In late January 2012, the Alevi
Cem Foundation filed a petition with the European Court of Human Rights seeking legal
recognition of cemevis as houses of worship.

The inherited title of Alevi leaders is Dede (elder) for men or Ana for women, but the Alevis are
not entitled to official or legal recognition of that title under a 1925 Reform Law, which, under
the current Turkish constitution, cannot be amended.

Restrictions Affecting All Religious Communities
Education

With regard to Turkish education policy, there have been two longstanding religious freedom
issues for religious minorities: first, the inability of religious minority communities to educate
their youth in schools that are in line with their religious beliefs; and second, derogatory
comments about and/or misrepresentations of religious groups and their historical legacies in
school textbooks.

Since the Turkish government maintains that there are only three officially-designated Lausanne
minorities, it therefore allows only the Armenian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, and Jewish
communities to operate primary and secondary schools as communities, under the supervision of
the Ministry of Education. Until 2007, in violation of the Lausanne Treaty, these schools were
required to appoint a Muslim as deputy principal; under a 2007 law, non-Muslims were allowed
to take up the position. Nevertheless, regulations continue to make it difficult for non-Muslim
children to register and attend their community schools, thereby leading to the gradual
disappearance of the community schools protected under Lausanne. School registration must be
carried out in the presence of Ministry of National Education inspectors, who reportedly ensure
that the child’s father is from the relevant minority community.

In February 2011, the Acting Armenian Patriarch told USCIRF that the Turkish government does
not allow some 12,000 school-age children of Armenian migrant workers to attend Armenian
minority schools in Turkey. However, the Ministry of Education currently is working on a bill to
allow children of Armenian, Greek, and Jewish non-citizen residents of Turkey to attend
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minority schools as “visiting students.” Since September 2011, some Armenian school children
who are not Turkish citizens have been permitted to attend minority schools in Turkey.

In December 2011, Erol Dora, a deputy of Syriac origin from the Peace and Democracy Party
(BDP), publically stated that Education Minister Omer Dinger has promised to “alter clauses in
Turkish history books that are antagonistic toward Armenians and Syriac Christians.”

Members of the Alevi community have long objected to their children having to take part in
compulsory religious education for Muslims. Some Alevi believe that these classes should be
optional for members of their community, others have advocated for curriculum reform so that
their religion is accurately presented, while others advocate for the abolition of required religion
courses. A member of the community brought this issue to the ECtHR, which ruled in 2007 that
religious education should be optional for Alevis since the curriculum was limited to Sunni
Islam; that position was later upheld by a Turkish regional court. In September 2011, the
Turkish government announced it would revise 2012-13 textbooks to provide a more accurate
description of Alevi beliefs and practices. The changes to the textbooks are to reflect
recommendations made during the governmental and community workshops held over the last
couple of years. Nevertheless, some Alevi still object to their children participating in
compulsory religious and ethics education.

In December 2011, the YOK ended the application of different grading scales for university
entrance exams. This change ended the penalization against graduates of Muslim vocational
schools who are applying for non-religious university programs.

The constitution establishes compulsory religious and moral instruction in public primary and
secondary schools, with a curriculum established by the Ministry of National Education’s
Department of Religious Instruction. Until a 2010 change in the curriculum to include
information on all religions as well as atheism, these classes focused largely on Islam. Although
non-Muslim children can be exempted from the classes, there have been cases of individual
schools failing to act on this policy. In addition, there have been reported cases of societal
discrimination as a result of children being excused from the classes. Christians also have
complained that school history textbooks used in the classes refer to Christian missionaries in the
20" century as criminals.

Religious Dress

Due to the emphasis on Turkish secularism, the government has long banned religious dress,
including the wearing of headscarves, in state buildings, including public and private
universities, the parliament, courts, and schools. Under Turkish law, only the titular head of any
religious group may wear religious garb in public facilities. In the past, women who wore
headscarves, and their advocates, have been expelled from universities and have lost public
sector jobs, such as nursing and teaching.

In 2005, the ECtHR ruled that in view of Turkey’s constitutional definition of secularism, a

Turkish university’s headscarf ban did not violate the European Convention on Human Rights,
even though it contravened religious freedom standards. In 2008, the Turkish parliament voted
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to amend the 1982 constitution to guarantee all citizens the right to attend university, but the
Turkish constitutional court invalidated the amendment for violating Turkish secularism. In
October 2010, the YOK reportedly issued a directive that universities could not expel women for
wearing headscarves, and in July 2011, the Council of State upheld the circular. However, some
school and university administrators and professors reportedly are not adhering to the circular.
According to press reports, students from the Kastamonu Abdurrahmanpasa High School in
Ankara have filed a criminal complaint against an administrator who forced them to remove their
headscarves in order to take an examination in March 2011.

National Identity Cards

Religious affiliation is listed on Turkish national identity cards, but some religious groups, such
as the Baha’is, are unable to state their religion because it is not on the official list of options.
Although a 2006 law allowed individuals to leave the religion section of their identity cards
blank or apply to change the religious designation, the Turkish government reportedly has
continued to restrict applicants’ choice of religion. The Turkish government treats Jehovah’s
Witnesses as a “sect” within Christianity, and many Jehovah’s Witnesses officially identify
themselves as Christians; however, school administrators reportedly often view them as a
separate religion and deny them exemptions from religious education classes. Individuals who
leave the religious designation blank also encounter difficulties in opting out of Islamic religion
classes. There were reports that local officials harassed Muslim converts when they tried to
amend their identity cards.

Conscientious Objectors

Turkish law does not include a provision for alternative military service. The ECtHR has made
two recent rulings on two Turkish conscientious objector/Jehovah’s Witnesses cases. In
November 2011, the court found Turkey in violation of the Articles 6 (fair trial) and 9 (freedom
o